The relative abilities of individual cichlids, Tilapia zillii to obtain food under scramble competition was highly repeatable between trials using a single input source, regardless of whether the input was constant or variable. However, when given a choice between two patches differing only in their temporal variability in input about an identical mean, an individual's rank based on intake in one patch was uncorrelated with either its intake in the other patch or its intake in the single-patch trials. In the two-patch trials, certain individuals both spent more time in food patches and visited patches more often than others, and overall the fish spent more time in the constant rate patch than the variable patch, leading to more items being consumed from the constant rate patch. We discuss possible causes and consequences of this dependence of relative competitive ability on the context of the foraging situation.
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Relative competitive ability is a concept frequently applied to studies in behavioural ecology, and is generally defined as the ability of an individual to compete for resources in relation to the abilities of others within a group. In addition to the obvious applications to dominance interactions and resultant hierarchies, relative competitive ability is commonly considered in the context of the ideal free distribution (IFD; Fretwell & Lucas 1970; Fretwell 1972) , which is often used to explain the distributions of animals in a heterogeneous environment. In its simplest form, the IFD predicts that animals of equal competitive ability, which are 'free' to travel anywhere in their environment without costs and 'ideal' in that they have complete knowledge of their environment, will exploit those patches where they are able to maximize their resource gain. In an environment with more than one resource patch, density-dependent effects will lead to an equilibrium at which all patches provide an equal resource acquisition rate and consequently no individual will gain by moving to another patch. However, assumptions of the IFD are frequently violated in the natural world, and many modifications have been put forward to try to increase the realism of the model. Several IFD models have incorporated differences in the ability of individuals to compete for resources, with relative and absolute competitive abilities that may vary according to the characteristics of the resource patch (e.g. Sutherland & Parker 1985 , 1992 Parker & Sutherland 1986; van der Meer 1997) . There is some empirical evidence for such changes in relative competitive ability between resource patches (e.g. Sutherland et al. 1988; Grand 1997; Tregenza & Thompson 1998) , although in some cases changes in the type of competition occurring between patches could be implicated (e.g. Monaghan & Metcalfe 1985; Inman 1990; Tregenza et al. 1996) . These individual differences in competitive ability between patches can lead to differential patch preferences within a group of foraging individuals.
Despite the interest in relative competitive ability from both an empirical and theoretical perspective, relatively little is understood about how this measure of ability is affected by different situations. Recent work has examined the effect of patch type (Monaghan & Metcalfe 1985; Inman 1990; Grand 1997; Tregenza & Thompson 1998) and competitor density (Tregenza et al. 1996; Humphries et al. 1999 ) on relative competitive ability, but so far the context in which these effects occur has been relatively ignored. The generality of conclusions concerning relative competitive ability has also been questioned as it is almost invariably measured under a specific set of conditions (Tregenza et al. 1996; Tregenza & Thompson 1998) . Here, using a definition of relative competitive ability as the ability of an individual to compete, under scramble competition, for food items in relation to others within the individual's foraging group, we examine the effect of context on an individual's relative competitive ability.
